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Ott: Early Newspapers of Ocala

EARLY NEWSPAPERS OF OCALA
by ELOISE ROBINSON OTT
the more than one hundred years since the printing
of the first newspaper in Ocala, this community has had
an important and unique part in the journalistic history of Florida. Statehood had been achieved but two years before when, in
1847, ,the Ocala Argus began publication. Within the next two
decades, seven other newspapers were established here. Several existed but a few months, others from four to six years, but the last
of this group, the East Florida Banner (later the Ocala Banner)
was to have a distinguished career of usefulness, with a record of
editorship and ownership within one family for nearly seventyfive years.
Ocala, in its beginning, was not the usual gradual growing
of a crossroads settlement, but was a site thoughtfully selected for
the seat of the new county of Marion which had been created
almost simultaneously with the admission of Florida to the Union.
Streets and lots had been surveyed and ground for public buildings designated before its incoming residents undertook the development of a town, in a location as yet covered with a lush
hammock growth of hickories, giant oaks, palmettos and magnolias. Clearings completed, homes and houses of business were
erected, and the original group was augmented by scores of homeseekers who hastened in to claim properties made available after
the cessation of Indian hostilities in this part of the State.
When the village was entering its second year, publication of
its first newspaper, the Ocala Argus was begun, and within the
next few years by several other papers, each apparently taking
over the field of its predecessor. These were the Marion Star, the
Conservator, the Tropical Farmer, the Mirror, the Southern Sun,
the Ocala Home Companion. It was not until 1866 that the East
Florida Banner, the first paper of permanence, was established.
URING

The Ocala Argus
George M. Grouard, who had earlier published newspapers
in Jacksonville and Palatka, moved to Ocala and began publica[ 303 ]
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tion of the Ocala Argus * in July, 1847. As both editor and proprietor, Grouard directed it during its four years of publication.
Despite the crudeness of equipment, this paper was neat in appearance, and announced ambitiously that it was “prepared in its
office to print books as well as handle job printing.” Warning was
given that ’‘all admissable personal contributions” would be
charged for as advertisements, also that subscription rates were
two dollars per year if paid in advance, but five dollars if paid at
the end of the year.
The only dependable source of outside contact being mail
brought by rider, the Argus contained little of national or world
coverage. But in addition to the literary gems customary to the
times, and the usual professional cards, advertisements and legal
notices, the little paper, a four page weekly of four columns,
managed to record much of local interest, with detailed accounts
of public meetings and affairs incident to the growing community.
The Argus continued publication at least until 1851, when a rival
paper was established in Ocala.
The Marion Star
In June 1851 with D. McCrimmon as editor, the publication
of the Marion Star began, of which a copy of only one issue has
come down to us. The publishers and proprietors were John A.
Andrews & Co. The masthead suggests what many people in the
region were thinking, and foreshadows the coming conflict of the
States. Across the page is: In the Sovereignty of the States Lies
the Safety of the South.
From contemporary newspapers we learn more. The Ancient
City of St. Augustine, under date of June 14 of that year has:
We are in receipt of the first number of the new paper published at Ocala, Marion County, Florida. The enterprising
and intelligent citizens of that thriving county are well able
to give the necessary support to a paper of their own, unless
they are like many others who show their devotion to the
South and home interests by taking only northern cheap
papers which they can obtain for a few shillings a year less
Copies of one or more issues of all of the Ocala newspapers can be
seen in the original or on microfilm at The Library of Congress or
P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History, University of Florida. This
account was written from them.
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money than their own can be published for. The Star announces itself as independent of old party names and combinations and prepared to vindicate the rights of the South.
Under the same date-line, the Floridian and Journal of Tallahassee says:
We welcome to our exchange list the Marion Star, a newspaper just started in Ocala. D. McCrimmon, Editor. . . .
Marion County is said to be filling up and improving more rapidly than any other in the State, and we are glad to see this
evidence that her population is of the sort to encourage domestic papers. Besides, we are glad to see that the Argus has
found in his own baliwick a foeman worthy of his steel. Success to our new brother.
Differences of opinion and editorial clashes were already indicating the conflict between North and South, and it was a time
when newspaper policies were strongly stated upon controversial
issues. The Marion Star staunchly upheld the Union, but demanded that the rights of the South be recognized, as evidenced
by its Prospectus:
The Marion Star will be devoted to the rights of the South,
the Constitution, and the Union.
The FUNDAMENTAL principles of equality and justice, upon
which the Union is based, must be upheld - the constitutional rights and interests of the South must be maintained
or the best Government on earth will fall before the deadly
blows of Northern Demagogues and fanatics.
The time has come when party politics should be hushed
or the South will fail to present that UNITED FRONT to her
enemies which is so essential to the maintenance of her institution.
Wherever a foe or traitor to the Constitutional Freedom and
Southern Liberty presents himself, whether he be Whig or Democrat, we will “cry aloud and spare not.”
A large portion of our paper shall be devoted to Literature,
Science, Agriculture, the Arts and general news of the day. And
no pains will be spared to make the Marion Star in every respect
worthy of the patronage of the public.
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The Conservator
Under Lewis C. Gaines as editor and publisher, the Conservator began publication in Ocala in August, 1851. Gaines
had served in Florida during the Indian wars, and after settling
in Ocala took an active part in local affairs. He dedicated his
paper to “Liberty, Union and Equality” and editorially pleaded
for tolerance in national questions, naming his publication in accordance with his views. In the issue of Oct. 22, 1851 he announced:
The Conservator is a strictly Union paper intended to aid
in the organization of a National Union Party upon the basis
of the Constitution and the late compromise as a settlement
forever of the slavery agitation. It will oppose the reorganization of the old parties upon the worn out issues of the day
and favor the concert of the conservative men of both parties
and of all sections.
In doing this it will endeavor to reconcile men, parties
and sections to each other and to bring about a Union revival
. . . it will oppose agitation, secession, disunion, or repeal,
and favor reconcillation, peace, Union, equality . . . civil and
religious tolerance by all, for all. . . .
In all this great work, the editor trusting in God and a holy
purpose, boldly affixes his standard to the outer wall, believing . . . that the great leaders of conservatism . . . will not
leave their work unfinished, nor will the great State of Georgia, having put hand to the plow, ever look back. Already
the constitutional union party of Georgia is become the chief
corner of the national Union party. Roll on the ball and Alabama and Mississippi, yea until every state . . . shall vie
with each other in kindly demonstration of fraternity and of
devotion to that Constitution and Union which our fathers
left us.
Welcoming Editor Gaines into the field the Ancient City, of
St. Augustine comments, on Sept. 27, 1851:
We have received No. 6 of the ‘Conservator’, a neat and
promising weekly, published at Ocala under the proprietorship and management of Mr. L. C. Gaines. . . . Ocala is a
town of rapidly growing importance; requiring a good paper,
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such, as we doubt not, from its present showing the Conservator will prove itself to be. . . . While we must confess that
our views upon certain points political do not entirely harmonize with his, we cordially wish our neighbor showers of
laurels and lots of money from his undertaking.
The last issue of the Conservator found is that of July 21st,
1852. In this same month and year, Editor Gaines embarked upon a new venture, entitled The Tropical Farmer. This, a monthly,
was printed in Ocala and seems to have taken the place of his
earlier Conservator.
T HE T ROPICAL F ARMER
Marion county in the early fifties was entering upon an extensive agriculturial development. Many of its settlers were from
the Carolinas and Georgia, and had brought with them slaves,
equipment, and farm animals, with high hopes of establishing
plantation homes similar to those of the older South. Crops were
of absorbing interest as they endeavored to bring their newly acquired acres into production. Perhaps, then, the appearance of
the Tropical Farmer was timely. Number one, volume one, of
this sheet (16 pages) was issued in July, 1852, with two thousand copies printed. This was to be a monthly “. . . entirely devoted to Practical and Scientific Agriculture, Horticulture, Floraculture and the Culture of Tropical Plants, with Information on
Agricultural Chemistry and Geology for Planters.”
A bit over-enthusiastically, a public speaker of the day referred to the Tropical Farmer as “. . . the largest paper of the
State, the only argiculturial paper in the State, and as fine and
excellent a one as can be found south of the Potomac.”
The Tropical Farmer was appearing in the following
June, but likely did not last much if any longer; for Gaines was
soon publishing a very different paper.
The Mirror
This appeared first in March 1853, with Gaines and W. H.
Royal as co-publishers, and was intended to be “A Family Paper;
to include News, Literature, Science, The Arts, and choice miscellany.” As no copies are known beyond December it probably
only lasted the year out.
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From the contents, evidently cotton was the principal crop
in the area. Each issue contains Letters to the Editor, largely
on that subject and politics. There is notice of the organization
of a military company of “Volunteers for the removal of the Indians.”
THE S OUTHERN S UN
Early in the next year (1854) William H. Royal was already
in the second volume of The Southern Sun. Associated with him
as editor was John G. Bowman, but he did not remain long, and
soon Royal was publisher and proprietor.
Its masthead included, across the page under the title, ’‘We
Know Our Rights, and Knowing, Dare Maintain Them.” This
was political and in keeping with the times.
In the issue of April 8 (1854) there is an account of the
Jacksonville fire of that year ’’. . . when the destructive element
consumed the entire commercial portion of the town. The office
of the Florida News and The Republican, we regret to learn, were
both consumed. The citizens of the State generally will we trust,
hold meetings and raise contributions for the relief of our suffering neighbors.”
No issues of this paper are known after June 10, 1854.
The Ocala Home Companion
Under Charles S. Reynolds, editor and publisher, the Ocala
Home Companion (briefly titled the Companion and Democrat)
was established in April, 1857. This, a seven column, four page
weekly, was more pretentious than any of is predecessors. Although published immediately before, and during the first years
of the War for Southern Independence, its interests centered almost exclusively on local matters. Editorial pages were concerned
much with agitation for the extension of a branch line from the
Fernandina and Cedar Keys railroad to Tampa by way of Ocala,
and it seems likely financial backing came from the promotors
of this project. The Home Companion continued publication
more than six year, so far the longest record of any Ocala paper.
It was discontinued during the war, probably in 1863.
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The Ocala Banner
The East Florida Banner, which later as the Ocala Banner
was to become one of the best known of Florida newspapers, began publication in Ocala in 1866. This was founded by T. F.
Smith, but associated with him from the beginning was Frank E.
Harris, who shortly after became owner and editor, and served
as such for more than sixty years.
Both Smith and Harris had previously worked under E. L.
Allison on the Quincy Republic, a newspaper which was discontinued during the War for Southern Independence. Young
Harris, who was born in Tallahassee, had been named for Francis
Eppes, but shortened this to “Frank E.” by which name he was
known throughout his life. Orphaned when only three years of
age, he began early to make his way alone. When scarcely more
than a boy he began a four year apprenticeship on the Quincy
paper, but when sixteen he enlisted in the Confederate Army,
serving until its close two years later. Then, with his fellowworker of previous days, he came to Ocala, where his uncle,
Ebenezer Jackson Harris and his wife, had settled some years before.
Together these young men set about establishing a newspaper
to succeed the Home Companion, which like many another journal of the period had been forced to suspend publication. A less
promising outlook could scarcely have been imagined. From
Marion County there had been a large enlistment of men and
boys in the Army and many did not return from the battlefields.
Cultivation of plantations had ceased and business of almost
every kind was at standstill. Horse-drawn wagons to and from
Silver Springs hauled freight and occasional passengers, handpoled barges and infrequent boats on the Ocklawaha River affording the best available transportation of the day. The population of Ocala was about four hundred persons, with scant prospect of growth. Such were conditions amid which Smith and
Harris began their labors when in May 1866, they published the
first issue of the East Florida Banner.
Insofar as is known, no copy of this initial issue is now in
existence, the first files of the Banner having been destroyed by
fire. Probably the earliest remaining copy is that of June 13th,
1866, which was number four of volume one. From the first
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young Harris, who had been engaged as typesetter, wrote most of
the news stories and articles printed, and was likely the author
of the leading editorial of this issue, which was concerned with
the delay in the trial of the captured president of the Confederacy,
Jefferson Davis. About two years later, Smith and Harris sold
their interests, but Harris soon bought back the Banner and assumed entire control.
Slowly the small town overcame the discouragement of the
after-war years. Sharing those difficult days, heartening its people,
was the Banner, binding together common interests, steadfastly
strengthening the progress of Ocala and Marion County. Somehow this newspaper managed to continue publication through
the uncertainties of carpetbagger rule and the Freedmen‘s Bureau;
and after the chaos recorded the earliest beginnings of the vast
citrus culture in this part of Florida. It announced, too, the establishment of the first stagecoaches, and the first regular steamboats on the Ocklawaha, neither of which were in operation when
the Banner was established. Despite a disasterous fire which almost completely destroyed the business section of Ocala, when
the Banner office, its equipment and files and also the home of
the editor, were burned, the newspaper survived. It chronicled
the stringing of the first telegraph wire to Ocala, the building of
the railroad and the arrival of the first train, the discovery of
phosphate and other minerals in the vicinity, then saw the prosperous days of the eighties give way to the overwheming calamity
of the great freeze, and the bitter hardship of the decade following. Through all of this discouragement the paper continued,
and long afterwards heralded the excitment and optimism of the
land boom in Florida following World War One.
With the passing years, the Banner became one of the influential newspapers of the State, and was widely quoted by
contemporaries. Its long-time editor, Frank E. Harris, though
quiet and unassuming, was active in political and civic affairs.
His carefully considered opinions were sought, his broadmindedness and gentle tolerance won respect and recognition. Almost
his entire lifetime was devoted to his paper his retirement from
its editorship taking place only a short time before his death in
1928. Chosen by himself to succeed him was his grandson, Harris
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Powers, who became editor of the Banner, and Frank E. Harris,
Jr., long associated with his father continued as business manager.
Now an active daily publication, the Ocala Banner on April
10th, 1941, issued its seventy-fifth anniversary edition. Shortly
after the entrance of the United States into World War Two,
Harris Powers withdrew to enter the service of his country, and
the control of the Ocala Banner was relinquished by the heirs of
Frank E. Harris, after distinguished achievement and a record
of publication, ownership and editorship within one family for
nearly three quarters of a century.
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